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The Internet — Opportunities & Pitfalls for Historians 


An earlier version of this paper was published as ‘The Internet — Opportunities and Pitfalls’ in 
Northamptonshire Past & Present, No. 75 (2022). Some of the content has been revised and, where 
necessary, details have been updated. Internet links cited have all been checked on the date of this 
Introduction. Although originally composed for readers interested in the history of Northamptonshire, 
the paper has much to say to anyone who goes online looking for the past across the world. 


The illustrations, providing a taste of what can be found online, are no longer subject to copyright. 
They have been harvested from the sources indicated in italics immediately beneath them. 


Francis Howcutt 
francishowcutt @ gmail.com 
14 July 2024 


17 years have passed since readers of Northamptonshire Past & Present were presented with a 
monumental overview of the implications of the Internet for archives and historical research. 
Digitized History Data: Dealing with the Digital Deluge by the late Grenville W Hatton can be found 
in Issue Number 60, starting at page 90. A PDF of the whole of the relevant issue can be downloaded 
free of charge from the Record Society’s website at 
http://www.northamptonshirerecordsociety.org.uk/e_npp/NppNo60.pdf 


Much of Gren Hatton’s analysis of the subject and his detailed references to particular websites 
remain valid. The present paper outlines additional online resources now available to assist and 
sometimes challenge archivists and historians. This paper will be most helpful if read along with its 
predecessor. 


How we use the Internet and where we should aim to travel online depends very much on what we 
want to achieve. Most readers are likely to be interested in one or more of three types of activities — 
research, communication and publication. 


Research 


A few decades ago, the only alternative to buying a book that one wanted to read was to borrow a 
copy or, as was usually the case with older and more specialised works, to travel to consult it on site 
at the premises of a reference library. Such activities are still possible but now greatly augmented by 
opportunities to read entire books online and even download a personal electronic copy. The greatest 
change has been with works originally published sufficiently long ago no longer to be subject to 
copyright, which happily often overlap with out-of-print volumes that are difficult to track down in 
their printed form. The illustrations included in this article are examples of the vast range and number 
of copyright-free resources available online. 


Internet Archive hosts some 44 million books and texts, many having been digitised from originals the 
few copies of which are only available to the public at a limited number of reference libraries. The 
page at which that site it sets out its stall is https://archive.org/about/ 
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Title page of a sermon by Richard Grey, 1744 
(Internet Archive) 


In addition, a mountain of more than 500,000 books, family histories and other publications of help to 
family and local historians have been digitised and are available in whole or in part - also free of 
charge - in the Digital Library at FamilySearch. https://www.familysearch.org/library/books 


A Vision of Britain Through Time was created by Humphrey Southall and the Great Britain Historical 
Geographical Information System Project. It is based in the University of Portsmouth and covers 
localities throughout England, Wales and Scotland, at parish, poor law union and other local authority 
levels. Its contents can be searched by place name or post code, presenting a choice of options where 
names are duplicated. When a specific place has been selected, data about it can be found by homing 
into categories such as historical places & writing, historical photographs, units & statistics and 
related websites. One of the most useful features is that the statistical information provided for each 
parish includes its population as reported by every census from 1801 to 1961. 

https://www. visionofbritain.org.uk/ 


On a more specialised theme, Leicester University hosts a collection of 689 trade and local directories 
for England and Wales originally published between the 1760s and 1910s. Each of these has been 
digitised, with access to the scanned pages and to the full-text. Entire volumes can be downloaded as 
PDFs. The 14 directories that relate in whole or in part to Northamptonshire are drawn from years that 
range from 1841 to 1914. Access to the full collection is provided at 
https://specialcollections.le.ac.uk/digital/collection/p16445coll4 
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Anglo-American Legal Tradition (AALT) is a site that displays digitised documents from medieval 
and early modern England, the original sources being housed in the National Archives (TNA). The 
volume and quality of its contents are outstanding, with over nine million frames available free of 
charge. Not all of the site has been recently updated, but that should not discourage visitors from 
consulting the material it displays. The contents of most records included are not fully indexed at 
AALT. Therefore, having found, probably in the TNA’s own Discovery catalogue, a document of 
interest it is usually necessary to browse it on AALT as one would on a personal visit to Kew, but 
with the advantage of not needing to travel and of being able to zoom in and out of the image at will. 
This project has been authorised by TNA but its Discovery catalogue does not flag up the individual 
documents that can be seen on the AALT site. http://aalt.law.uh.edu/IndexPri.html 


Recent years have seen a major democratisation of history, both in the sense of the number and 
diversity of individuals actively undertaking research and sharing their findings and in the proportion 
of the population from past centuries who now attract attention as individuals worthy of investigation 
and comment. Although the antiquarian and nostalgic spirit lives on, over all this broadening of 
historical activity sets the scene for a better-balanced understanding of the past than was the case 
when the focus was largely on the activities of ‘the great and the good’. 


Quality has always been a major issue in historical writing, with some of the greatest problems arising 
from alleged connections with elite families and celebrities. Fortunately, one major project goes a 
long way in achieving its ambition of presenting accurate narrative biographical genealogies of the 
major noble families that ruled Europe, North Africa and Western Asia between the 5th and 15th 
centuries. The information it provides has been checked with and referenced to primary source 
material, including quotations in the original language. Only a small section of the total population 
(extending down to the category ‘untitled British nobility’) is included by this work, but the site does 
provide an actively edited and meticulously researched source for plotting connections between a 
large proportion of the members of this well-documented minority of the medieval population. 
https://fmg.ac/Projects/MedLands/ 
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Usually somewhat further down the social scale come the clergy. Those who have served in the 
counties covered are thoroughly documented by Rev Henry Isham Longden (1859-1942) in the 15 
volumes of Northamptonshire and Rutland Clergy from 1500. Digitised versions of the series of 
books can be seen free of charge on the FamilySearch site. Although not offering such comprehensive 
detail as appears about the individuals who are included in Longden’s work, the Clergy of the Church 
of England Database 1540-1835 embraces clergy and parishes from the whole of England and Wales. 
Its searchable database is not yet complete, but already provides extensive information, referenced to 
primary sources, about the education and careers of the clergy concerned, the parishes, their patrons 
and, where the case, the work of clergy as schoolmasters. https://theclergydatabase.org.uk/ 


Despite its title, Some Notes on Medieval English Genealogy includes a host of material from as 
recently as the Tudor era. The site focuses on signposting and explaining the usefulness of resources 
held in other places but also features a number of sections that house material specifically relating to 
Northamptonshire. These include transcriptions of tax assessments, abstracts of coroners’ inquests, 
goal delivery records, Kings Bench indictments, pre-1600 will indexes and details of local sanctuary 
seekers. http://www.medievalgenealogy.org.uk/families/notes.shtml 


The defendants and witnesses at Central Criminal Court trials at the Old Bailey were not limited to 
Londoners but included many who originated from elsewhere in England and further afield. The 
Proceedings of the Old Bailey, 1674-1913 features as fully-searchable text detailed accounts of 
197,745 trials held there during that period and can be reached at https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/ 


Maps are a vital ingredient for much historical research and understanding of the context of the past. 
They can also help in presenting our write-ups. The National Library of Scotland (NLS) showcases 
the largest collection of digitised maps from the British Isles that is available online. There are over 
89,000 sheets at a scale of 25 inches to the mile for England and Wales alone, created at various dates 
during the period 1841-1952. For most parts of Great Britain, a series of maps resulting from surveys 
carried out in different years is included. An expanding series of town maps at 1:500 scale date from 
the latter part of the 19" century and currently provide over 12,000 sheets from 440 different places, 
including Northampton, Kettering, Wellingborough and Peterborough. https://maps.nls.uk/ 


mf 


ct from Ordnance Survey map of Northampton 1884 
(National Library of Scotland) 


Extra 
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Viewers can zoom in to focus on localities of particular interest and, with the help of clipping 
software, save segments of a sheet that has been enlarged as required. In June 2024, a further 
collection of over 225,000 sheets dating from 1944-1973 were added to the NLS site. 


More than 106 million pictures and other images, sound recordings and videos along with details of 
their copyright or licensing status, can be found at Wikimedia Commons. Many are of historical 
interest or can help set the scene for presenting the results of research. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_ Page 


Wikipedia is the first word that comes to many minds when people want to find out about something. 
The site should be treated with caution when carrying out historical research. Anyone can launch or 
edit its pages, not always for the better, and some articles are awash with trivia or far from neutral 
points of view. In contrast with historical research standards, its editorial approach is for contributions 
to be based only on secondary sources; I am aware of articles that have been deleted because they 
rested on primary evidence. However, Wikipedia should not be ignored, particularly the references, 
further reading and external links sections that are to be found at the end of articles there. 


John Spencer, 1*t Earl Spencer by Thomas Gainsborough 
(Wikimedia Commons) 


The present paper concentrates on sources that are available free of charge. However, it would be 
incomplete without mentioning the major collections relating to the county that are offered by some 
commercial organisations. The vast majority of Northamptonshire parish registers and bishops’ 
transcripts have been digitised and can be seen on the Ancestry site. The offerings at FindMyPast 
include indexes to a more limited range of the county’s parish register registers (without digitised 
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images), Northampton General Hospital admissions, probate records from the local courts before 
1858 and also the 1674 hearth tax. 


Communication 


As well as the traditional activities of local and family history societies, numerous social media 
groups have developed during the past two decades, either as fresh limbs of established organisations 
or on a stand-alone basis. These groups can provide shared meeting places both for those whose 
historical sources and output are largely in written form and the vast cloud of individuals whose 
contributions to the discussion rest more on personal knowledge, nostalgia and the inherited 
photographs of their families and neighbourhoods. Indications of the number and range of such 
groups can be found among the many entries in the Northamptonshire Societies section of 
FamilySearch Research Wiki at https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/Northamptonshire_ Societies 


Some social media groups have attracted gigantic followings. The largest of those on Facebook that 
relate to this county appear to be Northampton Old Faces (over 40,000 members) and Northampton 
Past (over 25,000 members). Even a relatively specialised group such as Naseby, Thornby & 
Haselbech Village History attracted a membership of over 600 in its first four years. 


Publication 


Although traditionally printed books and journals continue to come forth, including publications using 
the relatively new print-on-demand services, the Internet had greatly expanded the speed and cost- 
effectiveness of alternative methods. Most notable are the advent of the website and the blog. 
Miscellanea Edintone; A collection of items on Nonconformity and Northamptonshire is an inspiring 
example of what one person has been able to achieve in making primary sources and related writings 
available in a blog and can be found at https://www.edintone.com/ An alternative way for both 
individuals and organisations to publish their work is to contribute material to Internet Archive. 


There may also be scope for an author to participate as a guest on platforms curated by specialist 
organisations or enthusiasts. For instance, I have contributed items to the Railway Life, Work & Death 
blog articles about local individuals whose lives were ended by tragic encounters with trains. 
https://www.railwayaccidents.port.ac.uk/arthur-botts-final-walk/ 


All writers, whether online or using more traditional media, need to be aware of and to observe 
copyright law. This is not the place to attempt a full account of that particular subject, but the National 
Archives’ lucid overview of the position relating to its own documents is helpful for those looking for 
general guidance on the subject. https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/legal/copyright/ The 
requirements for the creation of copyright are summarised in paragraph 16 of the judgement by the 
Court of Appeal in THJ v Sheriden https://caselaw.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ewca/civ/2023/1354 


Potential Pitfalls 


Like all aspects of life, the Internet is not without its difficulties. The ease of publication at little or no 
cost means that much of the material present online is of poor quality. This is particularly so with 
family trees, where wishful thinking is often more prominent than reference to primary sources and 
reasoning to explain the conclusions reached is usually lacking. However, ease of publication does 
also involve opportunities to initiate discussions and promote corrections. 
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The coverage offered by online resources is inevitably haphazard. Even a relatively well-funded 
organisation such as the National Archives has only digitised about 5% of its holdings and, except for 
very small collections, the material that can be presented online is likely to be the tip of a very much 
larger iceberg. 


A serious issue when consulting online historical resources can be the poor quality of many of the 
most widely-used indexes. Commercial firms are hard-nosed businesses, for which historical accuracy 
is low on the list of priorities. The cheapest way to produce an index to millions of records is to 
outsource the work to transcription businesses that operate in countries with low labour costs. In such 
cases, local knowledge cannot be an ingredient in the indexing recipe and speed is of the essence. Just 
one example of the malign results of this approach is that the name of the child whose baptism on 7 
August 1583 is recorded in Rothersthorpe parish register as Marie Curtice has been indexed by 
Ancestry as Wanne Ennso. Moreover, on occasions entire pages of a document have not been 
uploaded to what appears to be a complete collection of the pages of an original document and pages 
that have been uploaded are missing from the index despite being legible. However, if more than one 
index is available for the same set of primary records, consulting them all may help to reduce the 
effect of errors and omissions. 


Websites are like human beings in that there are deaths as well as births. Some sites simply disappear 
for a variety of reasons, alternatively their names or URLs may be altered. Particularly vulnerable are 
the sites operated by just one individual, a peril sometimes overcome by arrangements for it to remain 
active after the founder has died, either under new management or as a Static legacy site. 


Fortunately, even if a site in its original form has been discontinued it may yet be possible to view 
some or all of its contents if they have been downloaded by Internet Archive: Wayback Machine, 
whose ambitious mission has saved more than 866 billion web pages from across the world. 
https://archive.org/web/ 


Information placed online is not necessarily readily available to all who may be interested. A common 
barrier to full access is financial. The scanned images of Northamptonshire parish registers, for 
instance, can only be seen if you have an Ancestry subscription or access to a library with one of its 
own. In addition, not all records that are available online without charge can be viewed at home. 
Probate records are some of the most useful types of records for digging deeply into local as well as 
family history. Wills, administrations, inventories and related records from the Northampton 
Archdeaconry and Peterborough Consistory Courts have been digitised and are hosted online by 
FamilySearch but access to them is restricted to those attending in person at a Family History Centre 
or one of FamilySearch’s affiliated libraries. These venues are not numerous in the British Isles and 
many have very limited opening hours. The locations and opening hours of places where sources such 
as the Northamptonshire probate records can be viewed and their images be downloaded are shown at 
https://www.familysearch.org/fhcenters/locations/ 


Conclusion 


The Internet is a continually changing kaleidoscope, so some of the details current when this article 
was published may have altered by the time it is being read. Fortunately, in general the quantity (if not 
always the quality) of material available online is ever-expanding, with increasing scope for extending 
the conversation between past and present. 


